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“If You Don’t Want To Take Risks, 
Then You Have To Be Silent”:
An Interview with Howard Zinn 
Cassandra Atherton
 I was sad to read that Howard Zinn died in January. After reading	A	
People’s	History	of	the	United	States in my first year of studying history 
at university, I was devoted to him and to reading his books. He loved work-
ing people; he gave them a voice. I have always loved the story of the way in 
which fate intervened in Zinn’s life. Perhaps he would have lived out his years 
a shipbuilder if not for his role as a bombardier in World War II. He went to 
college under the GI Bill, studying history at New York University and then 
undertaking an MA and PhD at Columbia. But it is clear that his experiences 
in the war led him to be a staunch participant in the anti-war movement. 
 Zinn worked at Spelman College in Atlanta, Georgia in 1956. It was 
a black women’s college and it was here that he taught, among others, Alice 
Walker. When he encouraged the women at this college to be active politically, 
rather than focusing on becoming “ladies,” he was fired for insubordination. 
Zinn then moved to Boston University in 1964 where he worked as a professor 
of political science until he retired in 1988.
 It was snowing on the day I went to Zinn’s house. He ushered me in and 
we sat in a tastefully decorated living room full of beautiful ornaments. The 
first things I noticed about Zinn were how slim and fit he was and how his eyes 
smiled when I asked him a question. There was a real mischievousness about 
him, a glint in his eye, a total animation of his face when he told a story. He 
could have been an actor; it was not surprising that he became a playwright as 
his understanding of the way in which theatre can elicit an emotional response 
to a series of events or a particular historical period was far-reaching. I loved 
how quick he was to laugh and how he made me feel comfortable in his home.No 
wonder his students loved him; he had a wonderful way of listening intently 
and responding graciously to everything he was asked. Zinn loved his life. 
He loved teaching. He loved writing. He loved devoting himself to a political 
campaign. He loved being invited to give speeches all over the world. So Zinn 
was doing what he loved when he died, prior to giving a speech at  The Santa 
Monica Museum of Art, aptly titled, “The People Speak.” I feel honoured to 
have interviewed him and to have heard him speak.


















life.	[Gestures to the opulence around him.]	The	intellectual	is	lucky.	The	
intellectual	may	complain,	 (they	often	do),	but	 the	 intellectual	 lives	
a	life	of	relative	ease	compared	to	the	rest	of	the	world—and	I’m	not	
even	talking	about	the	third	world,	I	am	talking	about	people	in	an	
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the	new	visual	technologies,	slides.	I	say,	“No.”	I	don’t	think	I	would	
know	how	to	use	them	and	I	prefer	not	to.	I	tried	in	my	classes	to	have	
















































































































used	 it	 precisely	 because	 I	 thought	 that	 a	 novel	 or	 a	play	 or	poem	
can	bring	an	idea	or	history	home	to	a	student	more	vividly,	with	an	
intensity	that	you	rarely	find	in	non-fiction.	Therefore,	you	can	take	
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